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U.S. Avoids Confronting Syrians on Iraqi Oil 


By Alan Sipress and Colum Lynch 
Washington Post Staff Writers 
Thursday, February 14, 2002; Page AOl 

The Bush administration, seeking 
to nurture a growing intelligence 
relationship with Syria in the war 
on terrorism, has refrained from 
confronting Damascus about its 
illicit imports of Iraqi oil, despite 
what industry analysts say is a 
sharp increase in volume. 

A year after Secretary of State 
Colin L. Powell said he won 
assurances from Syrian President 
Bashar Assad that his government 
would not buy Iraqi oil in 
violation of U.N. sanctions, Syria 
has boosted its imports, according 
to industry analysts and 
administration officials. Syria is 
now receiving between 150,000 
and 200,000 barrels of oil daily 
through a pipeline it opened in late 
2000, paying as much as $1 billion 
a year to Iraq, these analysts and 
officials said. 

This makes Syria the single largest 
source of money to Baghdad 
outside the U.N. oil-for-food 
sanctions program, which sharply 
restricts how Iraq can spend oil 
revenue. The United States favors 
a British initiative at the United 
Nations to bring the pipeline into 
compliance and, if not, to shut it 
all together. 

But U.S. officials have applied 
little direct pressure on Damascus 
to do so, even though this revenue 
is one of the few ways Iraqi 
President Saddam Hussein can 
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finance any efforts to acquire 
weapons of mass destruction. 

President Bush has declared that 
Iraq's pursuit of weapons of mass 
destruction poses one of the most 
dangerous threats to the United 
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States. Yet the administration has 
chosen not to actively try to plug 
the largest leak in the Iraqi 
embargo, arguing the timing is not 
opportune. "Make no mistake 
about it, the pipeline issue is a serious topic and a point of contention," 
said a U.S. official. "Are we willing to make it a sticking point so that it 
affects the relationship between our two countries? No. We have to be 
pragmatic." 


John D. Negroponte, the U.S. ambassador to the United Nations, 
restated the U.S. opposition to the Iraqi oil purchases during a trip to 
Damascus last month, but diplomats said he did so only in passing. 

When the State Department's top Middle East diplomat. Assistant 
Secretary William J. Burns, visited Damascus in December, he briefly 
noted the administration's unhappiness with the oil imports but focused 
much of his discussions on U.S.-Syrian cooperation in the war on 
terrorism, administration officials said. Although it remains on the State 
Department's list of state sponsors of terrorism, Syria has stepped up its 
sharing of intelligence with the United States concerning militant groups 
linked to Osama bin Laden, the leader of the al Qaeda network blamed 
for the Sept. 11 attacks, officials said. 

In its early days, the Bush administration sought to reinvigorate economic 
sanctions on Baghdad, which were imposed after Iraq invaded Kuwait in 
1990. Powell proposed streamlining the restrictions while working with 
Iraq's neighbors to adopt new border controls to prevent the smuggling 
of oil out of the country and other goods into the country. 

The emphasis on tightening border controls, however, has faded. The 
U.S. "smart sanctions" initiative, which was designed to ease restrictions 
on Iraqi civilian imports while tightening those on goods bound for Iraqi 
President Saddam Hussein's military and weapons programs, has run into 
resistance. The administration has refocused its energies and is 
concentrating on winning Security Council agreement on a new, refined 
list of goods that Iraq could be barred from importing because there is a 
possibility they could be used for military purposes. 

Last February, while touring Middle Eastern capitals to build support for 
his sanctions proposal, Powell stopped in Damascus for a meeting with 
Assad. Powell told reporters afterward that Assad had made a 
commitment to bring the oil imports and the revenue they generate in 
compliance with U.N. sanctions. 


"I have high confidence that will work out because we went back to the 
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this, but of course the ultimate test of seriousness is when we see 
something happen." 

Powell left open whether the 552-mile pipeline, which connects Iraq with 
Syria's Mediterranean port of Banias, would be brought under U.N. 
control immediately or when the sanctions were scheduled for renewal 
last June. 

But neither occurred, and shortly after Powell left Damascus, the Syrian 
government said it had never made a pledge. Damascus also denies 
importing significant amounts of Iraqi oil, saying it is merely testing the 
pipeline, which was closed for 19 years during the Iran-Iraq War. 

Syria's ambassador to the United States, Rostom Zoubi, said his country 
has received "some quantities" of Iraqi crude in the course of checking 
out the pipeline and did not pay for any oil. When the pipeline is ready to 
go into service, Zoubi said, Syria will apply to the U.N. Security Council 
for permission to operate it under the auspices of the oil-for-food 
program, which allows Iraq to sell oil to pay for food, medicine and other 
civilian needs. He added that Syria plans to establish a second, more 
economical pipeline for Iraqi oil and will also operate that one in 
accordance with U.N. requirements even though Damascus believes that 
sanctions should be lifted to relieve the suffering of the Iraqi people. 

"Syria has always complied with United Nations Security Council 
resolutions," Zoubi said. "Syrian trade with Iraq is always based on the 
oil-for-food program." 

In the months after the existing pipeline reopened, Syria received about 
120,000 barrels a day of Iraqi crude, vastly more than testing would 
require, according to industry analysts. The volume increased last year 
until the fall, when the flow slackened. 

"After September 11, the Syrians wanted to take a somewhat lower 
profile," said James Placke, a senior associate at Cambridge Energy 
Research Associates. Analysts attributed that in part to Syrian 
apprehension that it could be caught up in the U.S.-led war on terrorism. 

But Syria accelerated its pumping of Iraqi crude this winter. Some oil 
experts, such as Placke and Leo Drollas, chief economist at the Centre 
for Global Energy Studies in London, estimate the pipeline is moving 
about 150,000 barrels daily. By contrast, the Middle East Economic 
Survey, a weekly newsletter that covers the oil and gas industries, says 
the amount is between 180,000 and 200,000 barrels. U.S. intelligence 
puts the figure in the broader range of 150,000 to 200,000 barrels. 

It is difficult to measure precisely the amount of Iraqi oil crossing the 
border. Analysts can only gauge the volume of Iraqi oil entering Syria by 
observing increases in Syria's own exports. The oil from Iraq is used for 
domestic Syrian consumption, freeing higher quality Syrian-produced oil 
for the international market. 

Analysts also are not sure what Syria pays for Iraqi oil. But they 
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Calling this the most "flagrant violation of sanctions against Iraq," British 
diplomats said in a statement that the oil sales could be providing 
Baghdad with up to $1 billion in illegal revenue. And unlike oil sales 
under the sanctions program, the money generated is not deposited in 
controlled U.N. accounts used for humanitarian imports and to 
compensate Kuwaiti victims of the 1990 invasion. 

Syria is not the only offender cited. Analysts said that Jordan imports at 
least 82,000 barrels a day of Iraqi crude and oil products outside the 
U.N.-sanctioned program, and that Turkey receives between 10,000 and 
40,000 barrels a day of black market Iraqi diesel and fuel oil. Unlike 
Syria, these two countries are American allies and have faced little U.S. 
criticism. 

Though President Bush has highlighted Iraq as a member of an "axis of 
evil," it remains unclear whether tougher U.S. diplomacy could choke off 
the flow of oil in the absence of agreement at the United Nations on a 
new sanctions regime. 

"When there is so much economic benefit to be gained by both parties, 
what they say to Powell is one thing, and what they do is another," 
Drollas said. 

For Syria's struggling economy, the discounted oil is particularly 
attractive. As a further reward, Baghdad has steered millions of dollars in 
trade to Syrian merchants. Syrian exports to Iraq through the oil-for-food 
program have tripled over the last six months to $900 million, making 
Syria Baghdad's second-largest source of imports, after Russia. 

Drollas said the increased volume moving through the Syrian pipeline 
also reflects a heightened Iraqi need for cash that reflects the trouble it 
has encountered with its other schemes for dodging U.N. restrictions. 

Iran has increasingly blocked the smuggling of Iraqi oil into the Persian 
Gulf, where a U.S.-led interdiction force has become more vigilant, 
analysts said. Only about 10,000 barrels a day now slip through the Shatt 
al-Arab waterway that separates Iraq and Iran, Drollas estimated. 

The United States and its allies have also redoubled efforts to block Iraq 
from winning illicit surcharges from oil purchasers, analysts said. 

The Bush administration, however, has not tried to plug the leak to Syria 
with the same vigor. "Our priorities have changed since 9-11," said Henri 
J. Barkey, a professor and expert on Iraq at Lehigh University. 

Lynch reported from the United Nations. 

© 2002 The Washington Post Company 
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Bush dared to describe Iran, Iraq and North Korea as an "axis of evii," there came a brief, 
from a worid stiii half-attuned to years of the Clinton foreign policy game of triviai pursuit, 
has begun to react to Mr. Bush. 


ti 


e decibels, you might think a ferocious rebuttal is underway. But if you actuaiiy listen to 
said and who's saying it, what comes across is that Mr. Bush has done something briiiiant. 
ee piain words, he has redefined the parameters of modern world politics—on his terms. We 
er as a result. 


Critiques of Mr. Bush's pronouncement faii basicaiiy into two parts—with the lesser quibbles focused on the 
word "axis," and the more interesting foment centered on the word "evil." And the critics faii basicaiiy into 
two categories. One group consists of assorted American and European intellectuals and politicians, pius 
former Secretary of State Madeieine Aibright and Democratic Senate Majority leader Tom Daschle. The other 
group consists of the evil-doers themselves. What they all have in common is that they are racing around in 
circles, for th^ simple reason that Mr. Bush did something hard to dismiss. He spoke the truth. 


Let's start with the lesser protest, which involves the wondrous spectacle of select, topologically inclined 
sticklers working themselves into a fizz over what the meaning of the word "axis" is. Early into the breach on 
this one was Ms. Albright, who rushed to point out that it was a "big mistake" to lump all three nations 
together, because—and here she brought to bear the full expertise of the former Clinton administration— 
"they are ver^^ different from each other." 
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has since been refined along the lines of reminders that while Iran and Iraq belong to the 
North Korea is run by a Stalinist from outer space. If you're in the mood, the distinctions can 
ken down: Iraq's regime falls into the Hitlerian mode, while Iran today is a terrorism- 
anny of a more internally diverse and volatile kind. To all this is sometimes added the 
the word "axis" evokes echoes of the Axis powers of World War II, and this new grouping is a 
all thuggish to their own people, trafficking in terrible weapons, and threatening to world 
ture—but without an explicit alliance. 


-axis crowd seems to be suggesting is basically that Mr. Bush should have had enough 
use a phrase more historically neutral and diversity-friendly. Maybe something like: a 
of evil. 


/en apart from lacking rhetorical flourish, such concern with rectilinear correctness misses the 
fhich was that the organizing principle here—the axis—is not religion, or location, or the precise 
ure of repression. It is, quite simply, that ail three regimes are evil and threatening to the free 
;h warned that they are "seeking weapons of mass destruction," with which they could supply 
attack our allies or attempt to blackmail the United States." In language that ought to be 
anyone who thinks the free world deserves as much defending today as it did in the era of 
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in accused Washington of being "power dizzy," and, with no apparent regard for those 
0 have been protesting that there is no "axis," he also announced he was ready to cozy up to 
:h he fought a war from 1980-88 that killed more than a million people on both sides. This 
I underway in any case; it comes not as a result of Mr. Bush's words, but as a confirmation of 
lit of backhanded compliment, Saddam even stole Mr. Bush's phrase, offering the fascinating 
'^r. Bush was part of an axis of evil—a pronouncement that may be helpful in understanding 
tion on what constitutes "good." 
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turned out demonstrators numbering, by various estimates, in the hundreds of thousands, or 
millions, to celebrate the 23rd anniversary of the Iranian revolution by chanting such evil- 
ns as the good old favorite of those oh-so-sensitive state-approved mobs: "Death to America." 
h Korea sent congratulatory messages on the occasion, with Saddam wishing the Death mob 
prosperity" and the regime of North Korea's Great Leader Kim Jong II praising them for "firmly 
gains of the Islamic revolution." 
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Mr. Bush added. The United States of America will not permit the world's most dangerous 
eaten us with the world's most destructive weapons." 


axis nations see any such straightforward defense of the free world as a serious impediment 
or so their objections imply. North Korea's leadership took time out from starving its own 
ing missiles to places such as Iran, Libya and Syria, in order to accuse the U.S. of "political 
J moral leprosy." Pyongyang also withdrew an invitation to four former U.S. diplomats to come 
blow, perhaps, but one from which the world may yet recover. 


at their backs, assorted European Union and U.S. officials in a classic show of modern political 
d historically-neutral cowardice have rushed to criticize not the axis nations, but Mr. Bush. 
Minister Lionel Jospin accused Mr. Bush of being simplistic; European Foreign Relations 
'Chris Patten labeled Mr. Bush's phrase "deeply unhelpful." German Foreign Minister Joschka 
isted the way to approach the axis nations is to feel their pain-something we tried in the 
you. 


Ljndry deep thinkers worried that Mr. Bush's language was "incendiary" and "offensive." Mr. 
Monday on national television about the axis of evil, fretted that "we've got to be very careful 
of rhetoric." Although, faced with the observation that he had earlier endorsed Mr. Bush's 
went down very well with the American public to whom it was also addressed—Mr. Daschle on 
to recant, according to the Washington Times. 


pin and Patten and Daschle, etc., all these objections may be interesting and fun to discuss. 
The wording that lingers, the phrase that now evokes the discussion and frames the debate, is 
borate reaction cited above. It is Mr. Bush's "axis of evil." And with that, Mr. Bush has 
some valuable distance toward a clearer set of rules about what will be tolerated in the New 
and what won't. 


from the bad guys suggests they may be getting the message. That may well reduce the 
r over-estimating what they can get away with, which in turn can actually reduce the chance 
this fuss kicked up by Mr. Bush's words may help get the message to a lot of ordinary folks 
lese evil regimes that we understand what many of them already know about their own 
but are not allowed to say. That's how it worked in the Soviet Union, where President Reagan's 
' empire" left Western liberals reeling in horror, but was welcomed by Soviet dissidents as a 
telling them we understood their plight. 


be some value to the fact that in his State of the Union address, Mr. Bush left open the 
dding names to the axis. What he actually said, in listing the evil three, was that "States like 
‘ r terrorist allies, constitute an axis of evil." That alone may serve as some deterrent to nastily 
IS, whosejeaders have now been served notice that they could be placed on the list. One of 
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,en administration officials said yesterday that barring an unforeseen flaw in the bill Bush plans to 


|n reflected Bush's awkward - and tardy - embrace of a measure that was given momentum first by 
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to both political parties. 


^®^l*stic about this," a senior administration official said. "He knows that this is an issue that 
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